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COUNTY
TO SEND
INMATES
TO FIRE
CAMPS
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AND SEEMA MEHTA
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Los Angeles County su-
pervisors have agreed to
shift more than 500 inmates
to mountain-area firefight-
ing camps across the region
in a bid to ease jail crowding
and increase the amount of
time serious criminaloffend-
ersremain behind bars.

The move marks the lat-
est attempt by county offi-
cials to deal with the effects
of a federal court order that
forced California to reduce
its prison population. Under
so-called realignment, Caii-
fornia officials are redirect-
inglower-level felons to local
lockups, which has swelled
the county’s jail population
and caused some local in-
matestobereleasedlongbe-
fore they finish their sen-
tences.

A Times analysis last
month found that the Sher-
iff’'s Department has re-
leased more than 23,000 in-
mates early this year — in-
cluding some accused of vio-
lent crimes and sex offenses
— a sharp increase over pre-
vious years.

Some criminals sen-
tenced to county jail for vio-
lent or sexual offenses now
are serving just 40% of their
jail terms, records show.
Lower-level offenders serve
even smaller portions of
their sentences.

State prisoners sent to
county jails are not eligible
for early release. As aresult,
they now account for about
one-third of the L.A. County
jail population and several
county lockups are signifi-
cantly over capacity.

[See Jails, Ail]
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County to pay $27 million for shift

[Jails, from A1)

With Tuesday’s action,
qualifying state inmates will
be eligible to serve time at
five fire camps Jointly run by
the county Fire Department
and the state prison system.
The camps have tradition-
ally housed state inmates,
but their use decreased
under the realignment pro-
gram.

County supervisors
agreed to pay the state $27
million to house 528 inmates
at the camps over the next
three years. That will free up
beds so more county in-
mates serve longer sen-
tences, officials said.

The camps are located in
mountain and foothill areas
throughout the county, in-
cluding near Acton, Malibu
and in the Angeles National 3
Forest. Inmates assigned to } A
the camps must be nonvio- - u
lent offenders and complete
physical and security
screening, They will be
trained by county firefight-
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from flood control bagins. JEAN THAXTON, conter left, and other supporters of creating a permanent citizens commission to oversee

the Sheriff’s Department attend Tuesday’s meeting of the I.A. County supervisors, who postponed the vote.




In exchange, the inmates
will be-able to earn extra
credit and shorten their sen-
tences. State corrections of-
ficers provide security at the
camps, but periodically in-
mates have escaped.

~ In addition to grappling
with the effects of realign-
- ment, county officials are
facing federal investigations
of alleged inmate abuse and
inadequate mental health
treatment in the jails. Even-
tually, the county Board of
Supervisors and Sheriff Lee
Baca hope to rebuild the ag-
ing Men’s Central Jail and
overhaul other facilities, an
ambitious  improvement
brogram with an expected
price tag of more than $1 bil-
lion,

In the interim, sending
inmates to fire camps is the
most cost-effective way to
curb early releases of in-
mates, officials said.

The county also has ex-
plored sending inmates to a
Kern County correctional fa-
cility run by the city of Taft.
Bupervisors Michael D. An-
tonovich and Don Enabe
asked county staff to bring
back to the board a pro-
posed  $11.3-million-a-year
contract with Taft for 500
prison beds in two weels.

“The jail system is one of
the ways in which the county
fulfills its obligation to pro-
tect the safety of its citi-
zens,” Knabe and Antono-
vich wrote. “Releasing seri-
ous and violent inmates into
the community early dilutes
justice for the victims and
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undermines the justice 8ys-
tem as a whole,”

Dozens of people at Tues-
day’s county board Ineeting
voiced opposition to spend-
ing more money on prison
beds, saying incarceration
was a failed policy that dis-
broportionately affects poor
and minority communities
and fails to address the
causes of crime,

They urged more focus
on prevention and diversion
programs and releasing
more inmates who are await.-
ing trial,

“We need to be looking at
how to get people into com-
munity programs rather
thanlooking at how to retain
[offenders) as long as pos-
sible,” said Mark-Anthony
Johnson, an activist with
Coalition to End Sheriff's Vi-
olencein LA, Jails,

Peter Eliasberg, the legal
director of ACLU of South-
ern California, reminded su-
pervisors that the county
faced federal scrutiny over
the treatment of mentally ill
prigsoners in the 1990s and
built what was then billed ag
a  “state-of-the-art” Jail,
known as Twin Towers, The
assive jail proved to be “a
disaster,” Eliasbergsaid.

“It didn’t work last time,
and it’s not going to work
this time,” Eliasberg said,
"The best solution would be

to remove nonviolent pris-
oners with mental illness
who did not commit sexual
crimes “out of the Jjails and

EeEEsT e ———

into community-based
treatment,” he said,

The supervisors also
postponed a vote on g pro-
posalto set up a permanent
citizens commission to over-
see the Sheriff’s Depart-
ment.

The proponents, Super-
visors Gloria Molina and
Mark Ridley-Thomas, ar-
gued that an added layer of
oversightisneeded inlight of
“continued allegations of ex-
cessive force, significant liti-
gation costs and a moral im-

perative to ensure constity-
tional policing in the

county’s jails and communi-
ties.” Molina said the county
had paid out $37 million in
lawsuit settlements relating
to the Sheriff's Department
inthe 2012 fiseal year and $25

million in the first half of the
2013 fiscal year.

But Supervisors Zev Ya-
roslavsky and Knabe said
establishing a permanent
citizens’ commission was
premature. The board
should focus on getting up
an inspector general’s office
for the department as re-
cently recommended by a
blue-ribbon commission of
retired judges and others
whoreviewed issues ofjail vi-
olence,

The supervisors agreed
to hire an inspector general
for the Sheriff’s Departiment
nearly a year ago. But it
wasn't until Tuesday that
they voted to create a com-
mittee to review the qualifi-
cations of potential candi-
dates.

The proposalto create an
oversight commission is
slated to return to the board
Oct. 8. A majority of board
members expressed opposi-
tiontothe proposal, but Rid-
ley-Thomas' spokeswoman,
Lisa Richardson, said “be-
hind-the-scenes develop-
ments, particularly with re-
gard to the U.S. Department

of Justice ... within the next
few weeks, could result in in-
creased support for [a per-
manent] commission.”

abby.sewell
@latimes.com
seema.mehta
@latimes.com
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County is pushing for more oversight

Proposal: Citizens commission rejected; inspector general search stepped up

By Christina Villacorte
christina.villacorte@ ;
dailynews.com
@LADNvillacorte on Twitter

Saying the troubled Los
Angeles County Sheriff’s De-
partment should be placed
under greater scrutiny, the
county Board of isors
stepped up its search for an

"inspector general Tuesday
but stopped short of creating
aproposed citizens oversight
commission.

Also Tuesday, the board
voted to ease ingin
local jails by sending 500 low-
risk inmates to camps where
they can be pressed into ser-
vice by the Fire D ent.

Next week, the board will
consider transferring 500

other inmates — those with
the longest sentences — to a
municipal jail in Taft, Kern

C :

With the LASD under in-
vestigation by the U.S. De-
partment of Justice over ex-
cessive use of force and other
misconduct in jails, and al-
leged civil rights violations of
mentally ill inmates as well
as minority recipients of fed-
eral housing assistance in
the Antelope Valley, Super-
visors Mark Ridley-Thomas

But Supervisors Zev Yaro-
slavsky and Don Knabe noted
such a body cannot have any
substantive legal authority
over the sheriff, an elected
official.

“All this would do is cre-
ate another soapbox that will
have, at the end of the day, a
lot of activity but no achieve-
ment,” Yaroslavsky said.

The board postponed vot-
ing until next month and in-
stead created a committee to
vet inspector general candi-

and Gloria Molina urged col- dates

leagues to appoint an over-
sight commission,

“It ought to be seen as a
tool that can assist in ensur-
ing modern constitutional
policing and to build public
trust,” Ridley-Thomas said.

The blue-ribbon Commis-
sion on Jail Violence had rec-
ommended hiring an inspec-
tor general almost a year ago,
but a headhunter failed to find
suitable candidates.
Ameriecan Civil Liberties

Union for Southern California
legal director Peter Eliasberg
said the county wasted a lot
of time by turning to a head-
hunter instead of consulting
the publie,

“They spent months go-
ing down that road, and paid
that headhunter a boatload of
money,” he said.

Patrisse Cullors, founder
of the Coalition to End Sheriff
Violence, said the need for an
inspector general is “urgent.”

“I'm definitely frustrated,
mostly because there hasn’t
been a lot of transparency
(with 2 headhunter in charge
of the search).”

The committee created
Tuesday includes retired
Jjudges and civil rights lead-
ers.
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A chronic shortage of Jove

Even though the number of ¢

hildren in L.A. County foster care has

been declining, there are stil] not enough homes for those in need

SANDY BANKS

TheLos
Angeles
County
fostercare
system has
anew ecrisis
—onethat
can'tbe

children from troubled
pbarents.

In fact, more children in
the system would only make
things worse because
there’snowhere to putthem
inacountythat hasrunout
ofbedsin foster homes.

The shortagehasbeena
perennial problem, but it
reached erisislevel this
summerbecause ofan
uptickin child abuse re-
ports afterthe death ofan
Antelope Valley boy who'd
beenleft with a mother
accused of neglect. She has
been charged with murder-
ingherson.

Thelackoffoster homes
means traumatized chil-
dren removed from their
parents are often crammed
into temporary quarters
where toddlers can spend
hoursin dirty diapers and
feenagers sometimes have
tosleep on the floor.

“We can’t even find place-
mentsfor newborns,” social
worker Naney Razo told me.
Thelack ofa computerized
tracking process means it
cantake a social workera
hundred phone calls to find
a bed fora single child.

The number of children
in foster care has been drop-
pingovertheyears, sothe
shortfall surprised me.
Foster parents are the linch-

binofthe chilg welfare
system, but most of g dont | g
knowmueh aboyt what
theirrole involves.

Wehear about horror
stories and saintly ex.
tremes: The Palmdale foster
mothtoeraecused ofbea
and rturing her children
Or the Camariilg family
whose love helped six dis-
abled children growinto
happy and productive
adults.

Bufit’sthe thousands or
Deoplein the middle that
make the mrun. Sol
Jjoined dozens of Prospective
barentsatan orientation
thisweek, to try tounder-
stand what draws themin
and what drives them off,

The crowd at the South
Los Angeles community
centerwas heavyon retirees
and people in the helping
brofessions: nurse, , child
care workers, teachers,
Some were familiar with the
process; they'd begun and
backed out before. Others
Were drawn by news ae.
counts ofthe shortage op
appealsat chureh,

Many were surprised by
thelengthy process — home
inspections, background
checks, six weeks of par-
enting classes — but heart-
ened by the bottom line:
They’re children. Love them
and youll do fine,

Some, like Rochel Disi,
grew up in a family that
cared for foster children.
The drug-addicted newborn
she helped raise is now 23
and dancingona Broadway
stage. Disi, whorunsa pre-
school, isnow an empty
nester. “T'm separated from
my husband, My children
are gone. What’s good for
me,” she said, “is more kids
inmyhome.”

She understands the
tightrope that foster par-
ents wall, caring for ehil-
drenwho are likely — in
weeks or monthgs oryears —
togoback to their parents.
“Tseethis as helping the
children and their mothers,”
Disisaid. “You can’t go into
it saying “This is going tobe
mychild.’ »

The push by the county
toreunite children with
their familiesis blamed by
some for redueing the num-
ber offoster parents. In the
Past, manyregarded foster-
ingasarouteto adoption.
Now theyworry that achild
they've grown to love will be
reclaimed.

The three-hour ori-
entation was packed with
advice on how to prepare for
ahome inspection (gateson
the stairway, no clutterin
the house or ¥ard) and how
to welcome children (ask
about their favorite foods,
help them unpack).

Foster care officials

didr’t hide the downsides.

i Someone else’s child
can be costly, demanding
and frustrating.

Foster parents arereim-
bursed with monthly sti-
bends — ranging from $680
for ahealthyinfant to al-
most $1400fora
with medical or emotional
problems — hut they often
wind up digging into their
own pockets,

“Don’tlook at the mon-

' ey;”wamedComPearson, a

foster mother for 37years.
“¥You are going to work for
every penny. Just focus on
keepingthe children happy.
Just treat them like your
own.”

.
as

‘That’sharderthan it
sounds. Some children
struggle with the sudden
Separation from parents:
others are angry after cy-
cling through several foster
homes.

“When a kid comes to
you, they don’t know you,
they don’t trust you,” said
Connie Keith, a foster
mother for 23 years. “You've
got tobe able reach out to
thatkid and bond.”

Aretired accountant, she
stumbled into foster par-
enting when she tookin a
4-year-old niece who had
been abandoned. She hadto
£0 to court to formalize the
arrangement. “My heart
Jjust melted when Ilooked
around and saw all those
kidswho were going
through what she was....T
knewI could help,” Reith
Said.

She still has two of her




foster children — a 2k-year-
old she’s raised since he was
4 and a 20-year-old who
came to her whenhe was13.
“They have no family. I'mit,”
she said. “And I'm glacl toloe
here forthem.”

It’s been a rewarding
experience, she said. But
she understands why
there’s a shortage. The
processcanbe capricious
and is notoriously intrusive.

«A 1ot of people donot
like social workers coming
into theirhomes, getting
into their personal busi-
ness,” said Eeith, who heads
the San Gabriel Valley fos-
ter parents association.

Others feel ambushed by
children’s needs and prob-
lems. “You get very little
information onyour child
right away,” Eeith said.
“Iocial workers don't al-
ways know much about the
background.”

And Keith said some
parents suffer whena foster
child doesn’t fit in with their
family. “Sometimes you try
and it doesn’'t work out, and
it’s hard tolet that child go
back to social workers. You
feel guilty about that.”

The upside, she said, 18
harder to tally in a checklist.

“This child comes into
your home so sad and down-
east, and youcanbringa
smile to their face. That
really does something to
you. It’s beyond celculation,
the sense of joy that brings.”

Information about be-
coming a foster parent can
be found at www.shareyour-
heartla.org.

sandy.banks
@latimes.com
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Editorial

New trouble,
old questions

Jor L.A. sheri

Sheriff Lee Baca was making such progress
on the toughest rehabilitation job in the Los
Angeles County criminal justice system —

the rehabilitation of his

So it’s especially disturbing
to learn that after a lot of en-
couraging talk and apparent ef-
fort, Baca and his deputies are
facing a new round of investiga-
tions into accusations of abuse
of inmates and inadequate care
for the mentally ill in the L.A.
County jail system.

This isn’t going to help Baca
in his stated goal of winning
election to a fifth term next
year, and it may lengthen the
line of intended challengers
that already includes two for-
mer subordinates. '

Word of the new federal in-
vestigation came in a letter last
week from the U.S. Justice De-
partment’s Civil Rights Division
to L.A. County officials, the Los
Angeles Times reported.

That ended a string of more
positive headlines about the
Sheriff’s Department. Late last
month, the head of the coun-
ty’s independent Citizens’ Com-
mission on Jail Violence told
the Board of Supervisors the
department was making good
progress in its effort to change
a culture of violence in the jail
system. The supervisors were
told more work was needed —
along with millions more dol-

lars in county expense on jail
improvements — but the de-
partment had fully imple-
mented most of the panel’s rec-
ommendations and was gaining
ground with the rest.

own reputation.

This editorial board was en-
couraged, too, by what it heard

when Baca ecame to visit in

March te outline his responses

to the scandals that have

dogged him. No longer passing

the blame to underlings, Baca
admitted that the American

Civil Liberties Union had been

correet with much of its criti-
cism in a report alleging bru-

tal treatment of jail inmates by

deputies. In addition to firing
some deputies and guards for
failing to meet a code of con-

duct, he seemed to be trying to
get to the systematie roots of
the problem.

At the time, the Sheriff’s De-
partment was in the middle
of an FBI investigation of jail
abuse allegations. That federal
probe is still going on, and now
another, separate one is begin-
ning. The Justice Department’s
letter to the county said “sig-
nificant problems remain,” it
was reported.

Implementing all of the ree-
ommendations of the Citizens’
Commission, including the in-
stallation of closed-circuit
cameras and scanners in jails
and rotating jail personnel to
prevent cliques from develop-
ing, will take time and money
and the right people in charge.

Baca confirmed at a recent
speech in Long Beach that,
despite it all, he means to go
ahead and run for re-election
next June, when he will be 72.
Candidates planning to chal-
lenge him include Bob Olm-
sted, a retired sheriff’s com-
mander who was among the
first in the department to pub-

licly blame Baca’s management
for the scandals, and Paul
Tanaka, the ousted undersher-
iff who may bear his own share
of responsibility for the prob-
lems.

That day in Long Beach,
Baca tried to answer criti-
cisms, including the allega-
tions that cliques of deputies in
the L.A. Central Jail regularly
beat inmates. “You can’t blame
an organization of 18,000 for
the bad conduct of a few,” Baca
said.

But the question before the
public isn’t the performance of
the 18,000 men and women in
the department, it’s the leader-
ship of the man at the top.

Baca no doubt hoped to put
that question behind him be-
fore facing the voters. Time is
running out.




